which, I will argue in the remainder of the essay, performs a specific cultural work of reconciliation that precedes, supercedes and indeed inspires the literary and filmic version of his life-story. In more traditional language, Robinson's body provides both the 'source material' and its 'adaptation.'
As Robert Stam has suggested, an intertextual view of adaptation that underscores the dissemination, rather than the straightforward translation, of sources and signs, permits to appreciate adaptation in its evolutionary sense, as a "mutation" through mediaspecific environments that augments the longevity of its source. This idea of mutation disrupts the hierarchy between source and derivative text regarding it instead as a continuum folding onto itself, so that the derivative form connects back to, and magnifies, the original one. This seems to be the case with Robinson's body-image, appearing in the media in increasingly contrived forms, to the point that Robinson's sheer presence is enough to mean the integration story.
Adaptation is not only a useful concept to grasp the media circulation of the 'Jackie Robinson Story' but also what this story is about. The very concept of integration relies on a bidirectional process of adaptation: on the one hand Robinson's adjustment to an all-white public sphere and, on the other, America's accommodation of his presence.
The subject matter of the 'Jackie Robinson Story' is not so much Robinson's life but rather the process of integration itself for which Robinson's body-image provided both the language and the channel of expression.
The Jackie Robinson Story challenges the question of fidelity as it has been posed in traditional adaptation studies at multiple levels. Most obviously, the film is supposedly a work of non-fiction because it adapts an early biography of a still rising celebrity.
However, both the production history (broadly conceived as including Mann's book) and the reception of the film indicate that this was not a concern. Later I will consider what factors entitled the poverty-row Eagle-Lion studio to depart from the historical data and provide instead a fictionalized account of baseball integration, factors such as the generic constraints of the biopic, the demands of Cold War propaganda, and the larger process of symbolicization of Robinson occurring in the press, in the popular imagination, and in visual culture. Second, the reception of the film shows no trace of what Robert Stam defines as the iconophobic prejudice that privileges the written text over its filmic incarnation (5). On the contrary, it is driven by iconophilia, the thirst and desire to see Jackie Robinson, so much so that, in discussions of the film, the Mann's book fades in the background as a simple intermediary among the multiple media incarnations of the Robinson image.
1 Borrowing Timothy Mitchell's term, the 'Jackie Robinson Story' belongs to the exhibitionary order, one in which the supposed authenticity of the object is constructed by the act of exhibiting itself (296). Within this mode, Robinson's body is 1 As early as 1947, and more after that, Robinson was visually available in a number of venues: at the ballpark, on stage, when he toured with a vaudeville show, on television, which was most often watched at the neighborhood tavern, and, in 1950 on the big screen. Stadium attendance, however, seemed overwhelmingly preferable for black fans who felt a sense of agency in connection to Robinson's struggle, by being physically present at the ballpark. The institution of a Robinson Booster Club in 1947 by 500 citizens of Harlem who agreed to buy two tickets for each home game exemplifies how the desire to see Jackie translated into concrete consumer activism on the part of the black fans.
both a spectacle to see and something to possess, to take in. 2 Thirdly, and more radically, in this adaptation the specific and individual carnality of the image hovers over all media permutations of a mythologized 'original' and living body, not a literary character, highly visible in various spheres of the surrounding visual culture.
It is therefore necessary to approach 'The Jackie Robinson Story' from the point of view of the surrounding visual culture, not only as the stage where the integration drama unfolds, but because the drama's source material is a profoundly visual narrative.
Charged with the burden of representing simultaneously the best of his race and the best of America, the burden of proving the soundness of its ideals and testifying to its greatness, Robinson was constructed not only as the spokesperson but as the signifier of integration and the spectacle of his presence in visual culture was equated with the spectacle of Assimilation.
2 In Robinson's early years in the Majors there is a detectable need for blacks and whites
alike to see what integration looks like. For the black public the stakes are much higher.
The black press encourages supporting Robinson by going to the ballpark, at the same time as it cautions against conspicuous behavior. In fact, while Robinson is in the spotlight on and off the field, and given the burden of proving the worth of his racewhite acceptance depending on his performance -the black fans' behavior is also brought under scrutiny. Black crowds filling the stands become metonymic for blacks' thirst for participation, and their public behavior is interpreted as a metonymy of their moral capital and also as an object-lesson in self-policing. In other words, blacks' increasing presence in an integrated public sphere elicited also a corresponding increase in white surveillance.
Robinson entered a visual culture that a few years later Ralph Ellison described as Optic White because of the marginal and yet enabling black presence sustaining it. In the Liberty Paint episode in Invisible Man (1952) , the narrator is let in to the secret of assimilation when he meets black boiler worker Lucius Brokway who has the task of dipping his finger into a white mixture to produce Optic White Paint. As Harriet Mullen has suggested, this episode is a metaphor for the process of assimilation understood as the production of whiteness via incorporation of the raw materials of blackness: Lucius
Brokway is a miscegenating black presence indispensable to the production of a shining whiteness.
I argue that Robinson's presence in visual culture performed a similar cultural work. The biggest African-American celebrity in Post War America, Robinson made blackness visible at the heart of mainstream American visual culture while he provided a 'convincing' signifier of the successful realization of two post-war color blind utopias:
the even playing field of sports and the promise of democratic citizenship through consumption that Lizabeth Cohen has called the Consumers' Republic.
The colorblind utopia behind the image of sport as an even playing field posits a player's performance as the only measure of value. Implicitly, it relies on the Marxian notion of 'abstract human labor,' the idea that labor power is indifferent to its individual source. Indeed, when taking the field instead of a white player, Robinson introduced, at least theoretically, the principle of exchangeability of labor, an idea that clashed again with the social roles enforced by a segregated society. This principle was nominally upheld in the press coverage of baseball integration and by Dodgers General Manager Branch Rickey, who insisted that his choice to integrate baseball was dictated by the sole desire "to win pennants." He famously dismissed his critics by stating: "If an elephant with pink ears were a better centerfielder for the Dodgers than the best player the team had for that position, I would sign the elephant to a contract and put him in center field" (Mann 142 Similarly, the presumption of a color-blind market inspired the promise of racial equality prefigured in the Consumers' Republic, the "strategy that emerged after the Second World War for reconstructing the nation's economy and reaffirming its democratic values through promoting the expansion of mass consumption" (Cohen 11 ).
Postwar reconversion propaganda labeled thrift as un-American and mass consumption both as a civic responsibility and evidence of economic egalitarianism. The surest way to beat the Soviets in the creation of a classless society, the Consumers' Republic was aggressively marketed as an aspiration as well as a reality ushered in by federal legislation designed to boost the economy, such as the G.I. Bill, a color-blind piece of legislation whose application, however, was bogged down by pervasive racism . The idea that a growth in consumption would boost production and increase everybody's share of the American pie allowed mass consumption to appear as a meeting point for the American melting pot and to represent the market as color blind. But not to black consumers: while Blacks recognized the symbolic privilege of entering a public space with the status of consumer citizenship, everyday purchases and choices as consumers augmented the dilemmas of blacks' double-consciousness, because of the continuing experience of a segregated market and a consumer culture prospering on racial caricatures (Mullins 190 wouldn't come across as a critic, but rather as a supporter of the American Creed. In sum,
the press insisted that, outside the South, the "right type" of black could expect the fair trial dictated by national ideology. To summarize Robinson's full acceptance, Time portrays him emerging from a sea of white balls, as one of the saints of baseball's heaven. Such a chromatically polarized image repeats also the fascination with Robinson's blackness expressed in countless references to his physique and his skin color in the press. Skin color that, however, is toned down in order to offer a chromatic equilibrium between the baseballs' seems and Robinson's skin, and therefore a balanced image of a successful Assimilation.
Consistently
While the visual syntax of the image establishes a chromatic dialogue between Robinson's "blackness" and the surrounding baseballs, the difference in material densities between his face and the floating balls reproduces the dialectic of material/ideal or corporeal/spiritual underlying white supremacy (Dyer, White) . Still, this fantasy of inclusion presents a contradictory scopic regime: despite featuring Robinson's reconciled double-consciousness (that is, he is both black and American) the image shows how
America reconciles its own double-consciousness, how it imagines and visualizes the successful accommodation of its Other: Robinson is "elevated," "swallowed up," but still, in James Snead's terminology, 'marked out' as radically different.
In fact, by 1947 it had become clear not only that Robinson's playing style enlivened the sport but also, with increasing game attendance, the righteousness of integration had been confirmed by its financial reward. Rickey's and the fans' investment in Robinson had paid off and he appeared to happily conjoin social equality with profit.
The compositional equilibrium of the Time cover expresses this reconciliation.
The Incorporation of America
The sense of assimilation as incorporation, expressed metaphorically in the Time with Babe Ruth and Ty Cobb's "pictorial frequency" complementing their baseball records (Tygiel 2000, 85ff Robinson's signature. This rhetorical structure of the "conversion experience" allows the ad to draw attention to the personal transformation, while the monetary transaction slips into the background. The ad emphasizes Robinson's editorial role in the magazine and even the act of subscribing is designed as a personal address to him: "Dear Jackie, Please enter me as a charter subscriber to OUR SPORTS Magazine…" Between the street address (where the money is going) and the subscription form, there is a cutout of his face. Not only is he already answering the letter, but he is also personally receiving the subscription: our money is in good hands. To fit the generic and ideological constraints of the Cold War biopic, both book and film contain a number of strategic omissions deliberately concealing systemic racism.
For example, they ignore Jackie's alienation from the Negro Leagues, especially the controversy with Newark Eagles' owner Effa Manley, which played itself out publicly in the black press after Robinson's signing. 12 Interested in the recognition of black players'
[significantly] lower than the ceiling for the Negro in American life itself," quoted in the races has been discouraged, yet Negro athletes such as Joe Louis, the prizefighter, and Jackie Robinson, the All-American football star…are today greatly admired in the army" (Tygiel 2002, 14) .
. Only a few weeks before the incident involving Robinson, in Durham, North Carolina, a black soldier had been shot dead by a bus driver. In response to pervasive harassment of black servicemen, the army had began to provide its own integrated bus lines, one of which Robinson boarded on July 6, 1944 with Mrs. Jones, the light-skinned wife of a fellow black officer. Robinson's conduct was permitted under the new policy, but the bus driver was obviously unsettled by the sight of a black soldier sitting next to a "white" woman and ordered him to move to the back of the bus. Initially charged with insubordination, disturbing the peace, drunkenness, conduct unbecoming an officer, insulting a civilian woman (the stenographer, who repeatedly interrupted
Robinson's testimony with racist comments and refused to transcribe some of his statements), and refusing to obey the lawful orders of a superior officer, Robinson was eventually court marshaled not "for refusing to move to the back of a bus, which was within his rights, or for responding to the racial slurs of a civilian, but for acting with 'disrespect' toward Captain Bear [his superior] and disobeying a lawful command given by that officer" (19). This meant that the entire case had to be argued without referring to the Army's failure to uphold its policy, and it revealed the discrepancy between the inner and outer face of the army who had gone so far as instituting its own bus lines in order to tame increasing racial tensions from within and without. Ultimately Robinson's popularity within its ranks contributed to his acquittal and honorable discharge.
In the book Arthur Mann actively re-writes the incident without mentioning the new army policy. He explains Robinson's refusal to move to the back of the bus with his lack of experience with Southern segregationism and legitimizes the driver's actions which, he points out, were demanded by his role as a municipal employee simply upholding local laws. Despite recognizing that this was an isolated incident in Robinson's otherwise impeccable army career, Mann dares to state that "Jackie Robinson was ignorant of the social decorum expected of a Negro in the South," a claim followed by a more precise, and prophetic, assessment: "To him obedience was a matter of will, rather than hereditary habit" (94). None of this appears in the film, which instead presents the army as the only employer above racial discrimination and as a prestigious career path.
Another active manipulation that had been initiated in the press is the omission of racial tensions during Robinson's first Spring training. Chris Lamb has given a detailed account of the ordeal that the Robinsons faced from their departure from California for the Daytona Beach Training Camp. Bumped off from two flights, unable to find something to eat, the Robinsons' eventually finished the trip on the back of a bus which is the only fact shown in the film: a two shot of Rachel and Jackie, their faces displaying an unlikely patience and anticipation. Obviously, racial incidents that went unreported in the press at the time were not going to be acknowledged in this Hollywood hagiography.
Because of Robinson's perceived authorizing and authenticating presence, the film displays a fluidity of boundaries between facts and fiction that Hollywood is confident won't bother spectators: people and places that resisted Robinson's entrance in Organized Baseball are ignored or renamed; selected individuals who initially opposed the integrationist Experiment are shown developing admiration and affection for
Robinson, thus functioning as stand-ins for an American public who learned to love him.
To compensate for its "poetic license" the film constructs its own marks of authenticity, replies Rickey, "about a threat to peace that is in everybody's mind. Now you can fight back." Robinson is emancipated from his contractual obligation to silence because of the force of the message he needs to deliver to the nation. As the image dissolves onto the Capital building and then on a medium shot of Robinson speaking into a microphone we hear a tinkered version of his testimony, now expressing a collective "we," rather than the carefully foregrounded "I" that Robinson used in front of HUAC.
I know that life in the United States can be mighty tough for people that are a little different from the majority …I can't speak for any 15 million people. No one person can. But I'm certain that I, and many other Americans of many races and faiths, have too much invested in our country's welfare to throw it away or to let it be taken from us. Robinson because of his demonstrated devotion to core American values -capitalism included -and gave him the burden of proving that black loyalty and anti-communism were one and the same. Implicitly, the HUAC testimony also confirmed that both are necessary requirements for a successful assimilation.
A Historical Hieroglyph
The process of mythopoeia woven through the press coverage was magnified in the Mann book and even more in the Green film. In both cases, Robinson's life previous to the Dodgers signing is handled as if it did not belong to History: the facts don't matter
and cannot be checked against historical documents. What this really means, though, is that Robinson cannot enter into the national imaginary until proven fit to be there, a fact that Rickey has the task to assess at his first encounter with Robinson. Here is how Mann describes it in the book:
Who was this boy? Of course, Rickey knew his name and his deeds and that he came from California somewhere… college… soldier. What was underneath, deep down? Who were his forebears? That's the trouble with the Negro, you can't probe too far into his heritage. It's mixed… lost… clouded. And yet, you can't say that any one is or isn't what you want or need. If a boy hasn't had the opportunity, Rickey reasoned during this long silence…If he hasn't been tried, how can you say he'll be found wanting?
The Robinson saga enters into the national imaginary through this primal scene, which is reminiscent of the scene often found in colonial literature of the encounter between the West and the natives. In Homi Bhabha's terminology, standing before an inscrutable black man, Rickey is experiencing the Other as a historical hieroglyph.
Assuming the perspective of the colonizer, Mann voices Rickey's thoughts but also, as
Mann's shift from free indirect discourse to the indefinite 'you' suggests, those of the nation.
As written in the book, Rickey's attempt to decipher and evaluate Robinson is Jackie Robinson Story and an ABC radio program -television places itself at its center, as the medium that brings this story, live, into the home. By appropriating this emblematic play, television attempts a conflation of its institutional image with the democratic content it makes available while the ad's multiple frames produce a flickering effect that makes Robinson visible alternatively as the message and the medium: Jackie is the integration story and his body has become its necessary channel of expression.
Robinson's Star Body
The teleological and tautological structure of the at the eve of a doubleheader between the Reds and the Dodgers in the northern city of Cincinnati, the news agency ACME dispatched a photograph of Robinson, wearing a white T-shirt and reading an illustrated magazine, "relaxing in his hotel room" (fig. 10 ).
The fact that this photograph of an unperturbed Robinson appeared alongside accounts of racial tensions shows how his image was offered up as an apotropaic object and an icon of reconciliation. In the same occasion, one of Robinson's teammates suggested that all Dodgers players wear no. 42 so that the shooter wouldn't know where to aim. Both visual solutions strike for their absurdity, one for showcasing Robinson's presumed tranquility so that the public would identify with his composure, and the other for imagining that an inscription of belonging (the team's uniform) could project an impossible color blindness onto the field.
This negotiation between the specificity and representativity of the Robinsonimage, its carnality and its textuality, had already played itself out in reviews of the film in black press, where it was noted that while the 'real' Robinson (in flesh and blood)
guaranteed authenticity to the screen Robinson, the screen and media Robinson was progressively becoming a free-floating signifier.
The Chicago Defender claims:
We'd like to see a real story, told with all the tears, joy and heartbreak as the Jackie Robinson story was honestly lived… and we just can't see Jackie able to relive his life 'effectively' for millions of movie goers to grasp its meaning. They will be so busy criticizing… his acting, which all could be eliminated if a real actor played the part… (Mar. 04, 1950) [emphasis added]
The reviewer argues that the only way to put the real story on screen would be to have it played by an actor, since Robinson's lack of expertise makes him susceptible to criticism, not to mention that he cannot/should not be expected to re-experience it. The actor, the reviewer implies, is the socially designated person who has the task to translate -adapt - themselves into commodities; they are both labor and the thing that labor produces" -as a dialectic between a disembodied, merely textual, presence and the embodidness of the commodity produced. Through the implicit reference to labor, the cover also expresses
Robinson's currency across socio/cultural arenas and signifying series. Furthermore, the repetition of the word "star" echoes the repetition of his performance of the integration story reminding readers that Robinson is a necessary signifier: he necessarily means the integration story, which seems to naturally flow across media and social spheres, and only he can express such story.
Indexes of adaptation
Robinson's body had represented a great source of morbid fascination from the beginning. At the news of the signing, Life magazine, for example, published close ups of this hands while the caption described their anatomy and muscular power, putting him on display in a sort of updated auction block -what Hoberman defines the Darwin's athlete -for the public to determine his physical (and therefore moral) fitness. Instead, when he reported for Spring Training in 1948 his body was written about because of its heaviness.
He had put on 30 pounds in the off-season as result of his public life. The press interpreted Robinson's weight as an index of his newly achieved celebrity status -as if consumer citizenship had left a bodily mark on him -and an undesirable byproduct of his popularity. One reporter went as far as to read his excessive weight as representative of an augmented ego, claiming that "Jackie Robinson was developing a swelled head to match his mid-section" (Mann, 206) . A similar reaction is voiced again in conjunction to the shooting of the film:
An unpublished chapter in the Jackie Robinson story came to light last week when the start second baseman of the Brooklyn Dodgers stripped to his T shirt, on location for film, The Jackie Robinson Story…. The unpublicized, unwelcome chapter is about the Jackie Robinson stomach. The 30 year-old most valuable player in the National League is sporting the kind of paunch that makes managers lose their hair. .. Robinson is carrying a roll around with him -around his middle, that is… a spare tire."
The article expresses uneasiness with the visual differànce introduced by the fact that Feller who, however, had requested not to share the same platform. To the participants at the ceremony these unresolved contradictions appeared visible in Robinson's body:
"Anyone who saw him now noticed that his hair had become almost snowy white, that his gait was slower, the bulk of his body more easily recognizable as fat" (Falkner 295 ).
The visual oxymoron created by his prematurely whitening hair on a youthful face (and voice) will increasingly appear as the embodiment of the larger adaptation process that led to his allegedly accomplished assimilation. Once the visual cacophony of integration
